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Designing Quality Leaming
Opportunities for Teachers
BY DEANNA BIRDYSHAW AND NINA YOCHUM
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eacher learning is at the heart of providing more effective classroom instruction. However, in providing
Aprofessional development for teachers we often stress the delivery of content and pay scant attention to the
design of the learning environments that support changes in practice (Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & Rodriguez,
2002). The Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA) researchers have been investigating ways to provide supportive environments that enable teachers to make instructional changes that improve
student learning. Raphael and her colleagues (Raphael, Florio-Ruane, Kehus, George, Hasty, & Highfield, 2001,
p. 606) found that communities of practice that involve a network of teachers working together to address a
specific problem of practice can be an effective alternative to traditional professional development. The purpose
of this paper is to describe a CIERA project designed to develop classroom examples of Michigan's literacy
standards. The project also became a powerful professional learning experience for teachers.

.,J_

Our project was part of the CIERA research that
focused on investigating the role of policy in improving reading achievement for young children. During
the 2-year project, teachers met with a small group
of colleagues to develop a common understanding of
the meaning of state standards, what the standards
looked like in practice, and methods for documenting
and analyzing samples of student work that provided
evidence of standards achievement. Eight K-3 teachers from three different school districts participated
in the project. Teachers met on a bimonthly basis
with CIERA researchers to discuss implementation
of literacy standards and student work samples. Data
for the project consisted of transcripts from meetings,
teacher interviews, and videos of classroom observations.

Note: The project described in this article is
part of the Center for the Improvement of Early
Reading Achievement's (CIERA) research. The
project was titled "An Examination of Standards
and Related Initiatives in Early Reading"
(Birdyshaw, Pesko, Wixson, & Yochum, 2002).
Pseudonyms have been assigned to all
participants.
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During the project, a community of practice emerged
that supported teacher learning and changes in practice over a sustained period of time. We found key
features of our professional community that supported
teacher learning. They include: 1) valuing teachers
as individual learners, 2) embedding teacher learning
within the framework of the local district, building,
and classroom context, 3) ongoing teacher inquiry
into student learning and instructional practice, and 4)
linking new instructional practices with assessment.

Deanna Birdyshaw is the associate director of The
University of Michigan Center for the Improvement
of Early Reading Achievement. Before coming to the
University of Michigan, she served as English Language
Arts Consultant for the Michigan Department of
Education for 4 years. She taught 2 7 years in Ypsilanti
Public Schools. She is currently president-elect of the
Michigan Reading Association.

Nina Yochum is an associate professor emerita at
the University of Michigan. As a classroom teacher, a
reading specialist, and a university professor, she has
been interested in examining curricular, instructional,
and assessment issues associated with literacy learning,
with particular focus on the professional development of
preservice and practicing teachers.
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Valuing teachers as individual learners.
As teachers, we know and accept the fact that the
students in our classrooms are individual learners who
bring different and varied knowledge and expertise
to learning tasks and classroom activities (Anderson,
Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985; Snow, Burns,
& Griffin, 1998). We value the contributions that
individual students make to classroom conversations
regardless of the level of their expertise. We know
that to be effective we must start from where students
are and provide them with the learning opportunities
that build on their existing knowledge and expertise.
We also know that we need to give them a voice in
the curriculum and the assessment of their own work.
We engage them in their own learning by encouraging
them to participate in decisions about their learning
(Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). During our research,
we have found that these same principles apply to
classroom teachers. From the onset of the project,
a culture was established that valued the different
levels of knowledge and expertise of teachers and the
individual nature of their learning processes.
The teachers who were selected for the project were
from different districts and brought different types of
knowledge to the discussions. Some were very knowledgeable about school improvement; they understood
the necessity for aligning curriculum, assessment, and
instruction. Some had expertise in developmentally
appropriate practice for young children, and some had
studied in depth the philosophy of instruction upon
which reading and writing workshops are built.
The project teachers filtered their attempts to implement the standards through their existing knowledge
and expertise. This resulted in unique challenges
for several of the teachers. The challenge for one of
the teachers, Heather, stemmed from her struggle to
integrate the standards into instruction that had been
very carefully crafted to incorporate best practice. She
wanted the standards to enhance her existing program
and searched for ways to integrate them into her
instructional framework without letting the standards
become simply a checklist of behaviors and content
to be covered. She used information she was learning
about the standards and benchmarks to "tweak" this
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existing framework and to add content related to the
writing benchmarks and her social studies content
standards. Her approach to implementing the standards was to start with a self-analysis of her existing
curriculum.
I would reflect on what we did and look
into what benchmarks that it covered. I
wanted to have my teaching fit the benchmarks, and use the benchmarks as my guide
for areas I need to address more, as opposed
to looking at each benchmark and getting
an activity for each. I wanted to look at the
benchmarks as a whole document rather
than a checklist or a to-do list.
Heather brought to our discussion a constant reminder
to preserve best practice and not forsake what we
know works with children as we looked at ways to
integrate standards into curriculum.
Natalie, a teacher who worked in a multiage kindergarten-first-grade classroom was very knowledgeable
about developmental practice. During discussions,
Natalie frequently questioned the developmental
appropriateness of curriculum suggestions. In previous instruction she had not used literature in the
way the standards described, and she was not sure
her students could grasp abstract themes or had the
language to talk about them. During an early interview she said, "I remember feeling somewhat lost
in terms of how to teach the notion of "key ideas" to
5- and 6-year-olds. I was jumping into the unknown as
to how to do this and what resources to use." As she
began thinking about how she might implement the
standards, she struggled with what the language of the
standards actually meant for her young students. Her
understanding of the standards evolved slowly over
the course of the whole project. If she found that a
standard was "pretty nebulous," she discussed it with
her team teacher or she brought it up at the monthly
meetings. During one of the discussions, Natalie said
" ... for me to learn what the standards and benchmarks for kindergarten and first grade are, it took a
lot of talk with a lot of colleagues, a lot of pulling it
apart and defining of the terms." During the project
she continuously refined her conceptualizations of the
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standards and their application to kindergarten and
first grade.
Privileging the teachers' voices was another example
of recognizing the knowledge they brought to the
project, and it played a major role in the success of
their learning. Ilse, a first-grade teacher, summed it
up, "Although the teachers shared basically the same
philosophy of instruction, I feel it's like a writer's
voice. We all have individual voices in what we're
doing." The differences in the teachers' expertise and
knowledge became assets that added to the quality
of inquiry that took place. Collegial conversations
focused on mining the richness that each member
of the group brought to discussions of practice and
student learning.

Embedding Teacher Learning within
the Local Context
Creating an effective culture for professional learning
also requires attention to how the pedagogy will be
integrated into the local context-the building and
district in which the teachers enact their daily curriculum. In order to be successful, change in practice
has to be consistent with the direction established
by district and building school improvement efforts
including missions, goals, expectations, and curricular initiatives. For example, five of the teachers
entered the project as a district team from a midsize
suburban area. The team consisted of teachers who
taught different grade levels spanning kindergarten
to third grade. Their district identified improving
comprehension of narrative and informational text as
one of its school improvement target goals. Building
on ideas discussed at project meetings, they organized
additional meetings in which they discussed strategies
for increasing their students' comprehension of both
narrative and informational texts.
Their approach was shaped by their district focus on
systems-oriented school improvement that included
training in outcomes-based instruction, a curriculum
design based on the framework discussed by Grant
Wiggins and Jay McTighe (1998). For this team, the
role of standards in instruction was embedded in a
systemic approach to curriculum development. They
analyzed what type of support would be needed by
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their first-grade students in order to develop and
demonstrate achievement of the standards. When
addressing a standard, they considered simultaneously the content to be learned and an appropriate
demonstration of that knowledge. They focused on the
developmental level of their students and reflected on
what they already knew. Further, they thought about
the scaffolding that would be needed to move students
toward demonstration of the standard. Once achieved,
they systematically linked one instructional episode
to another on their journey to achieving the standards.
Ongoing classroom discussion about text characterized daily activities. By the end of the year they and
their students had developed shared standards-a
common discourse for talking about authors' use of
text structure and genre to convey meaning while still
preserving sufficient flexibility to meet the needs of
individual learners in their various buildings. One
teacher observed that even though she and her colleagues followed a similar lesson design for a particular benchmark, there were differences in the way the
lessons were conducted-they had a "different twist."

Ongoing Teacher Inquiry into Student
Learning and Instructional Practice
An important part of the professional culture that
sustained teachers' learning process and enabled them
to link learning practice with evidence of student
learning was the multiple opportunities for collegial
conversations that occurred during group meetings as
well as at the local level. The conversations evolved
from a general discussion of standards and practice
to a very focused inquiry stance, as participants
exchanged ideas about how to put the standards into
practice. Through collegial conversations they learned
to challenge assumptions about teaching and learning
and to explore new directions for their practice. Their
experiences were summarized by Sandra, a first-grade
teacher:
I think that being able to converse with
other teachers about the standards and
benchmarks has been invaluable because it
really deepened my understanding of what
they meant. You can read them in a book
and you can think you know what they
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mean, but when you are deep in conversation with other teachers and you see that
they applied it in their classroom in away
you never thought of and with an interpretation you never thought of, that adds a whole
new depth to the standard. That makes you
come back and think about how could I do
that?
The following is an example of how this process
was used to implement Michigan English Language
Arts Standard 8, which addresses genre and craft
and involves students in an exploration of how
authors used their craft to convey meaning through
selection of genre and deliberate choice of language
conventions. Although story structure was more
familiar and a part of the teachers' current curriculum,
informational text structure and its features were more
challenging. Teachers had no difficulty identifying a
variety of genre for narrative text, but informational
text was more problematic. Even the terminology
was confusing. When one teacher asked "So what is
text structure?" this prompted a general discussion
which resulted in an inquiry into the research and
professional literature on informational text genre. At
first, teachers questioned the variety of informational
text that young students encountered. First impressions suggested that there was a limited variety, and
teachers decided to bring in samples of informational
text used in their classrooms. In exploring the various examples, teachers arrived at the conclusion that
there were more varieties of informational text than
originally assumed, and that distinct genre could be
identified through text structure and purpose. For
example, teachers brought in books that represented
simple classification (Spiders are Not Insects), simple
definition (It Could Still be a Rock), "how-to" books
( Green Thumbs Up), explanation of cause and effect
(From Seed to Plant), and biography (Picture Book
of Jesse Owens). The teachers concluded that their
students were indeed encountering a variety of fairly
complex text structures in informational text and
questioned how they could better help their young
students understand the choices authors make when
selecting a structure appropriate for the message
they wish to convey. As a result, their inquiry began
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to focus on how the standards might translate into
expectations for what their K-3 students should know
and be able to do.

Linking New Instructional Practices
with Assessment
The process for implementing standards involved
linking instructional decisions to assessment practices. After discussing the meaning of the standards,
teachers shared evidence of student achievement that
they could find in their classrooms. They analyzed
student performance and talked about the instructional
scaffolds that were needed to raise the level of performance. Teachers implemented instructional plans
and used the resulting student work samples to inform
ongoing instructional decisions. For example, Connie,
a first-grade teacher, said, "We really needed to figure
out what text structures could first graders own. What
would be appropriate?" She firmly believed that her
students could understand informational text structure
if she scaffolded instruction the right way. She knew
it would take time, but she believed that if she broke
learning into smaller pieces and built on their growing
knowledge, her students could be successful. Connie
began a yearlong inquiry in which she investigated
ways to introduce informational text structure to
her first graders by helping them to understand the
choices authors made in order to convey meaning. She
decided that evidence of her students' ownership of
text structure knowledge would be demonstrated in
their writing and their use of assessment to evaluate
their own writing and that of their peers.
One learning experience that demonstrates how
Connie scaffolded instruction involves students
examining posters, a common type of informational
text encountered by young children. Carol wanted her
students to understand how authors use their craft to
develop posters that inform and persuade audiences.
This activity took place over a series of days. She
began the learning experience by having students
explore and identify the features of posters. She
wanted her students to investigate how authors convey
meaning through the words and art they include on
posters. She brought a large number of posters to class
and displayed them around the room. She had students
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use their "browsing eyes" to look at the posters. Then
she asked them to share what they had observed while
looking at the posters. After discussing their favorite
posters, she held a newsletter in the air and asked if
this was a poster. Why or why not? She did the same
with a magazine. The students were asked to look
once again at the posters, but this time with a partner.
They were to look at the posters with different eyes
this time around. They were to look more closely at
the details. They were asked to determine what makes
a poster a poster. After the students had time to view
the posters again, they were asked to describe the
attributes of a poster. The children came up with the
following attributes:

•
•
•
•

give information to many at the same time,
have big pictures, all the white space is used,
is usually very colorful,
has large writing so it can be seen from far away,
very few words, but they are important words.

about what it would look like and sound like if children were "being kind, safe, and responsible on the
playground." Connie used the original poster attribute
list to make a poster rubric with the children. Using
the rubric, Connie modeled how to develop a poster
for "being kind on the playground." Students began
making a rough draft for a poster. After revisions,
they transferred their ideas onto large paper. Students
shared posters in the classroom. Students first evaluated their own work, then the teachers paired students
for peer evaluation, and finally the teacher evaluated
the posters. (See Figure 1 below and Figure 2 on
page 25.) The posters were hung in the hallway for
all to read and as reminders to schoolmates to follow
playground rules. For Connie's students, designing
and publishing the posters was not only an opportunity to learn more about text structure; it was also an
authentic use of author's craft to persuade and inform.

When the students had exhausted all their ideas for
attributes, Connie added two more: persuade and
inform.
The next day Connie began the lesson by having
the students review the list of attributes they had
developed the day before. Students were instructed to
review the posters once again with a partner. Partners
were asked to select two posters that best displayed
the attributes of a poster. She tallied their choices on
chart paper. There were four posters that the majority of students felt best showed the attributes. The
students checked again to see whether each of these
posters met the criteria.
Connie took advantage of a school problem that
occurred on the playground and saw an opportunity
to create an authentic learning experience for the
students. Children in the school were not following
rules during recess, and the principal was considering
canceling recess. Because Connie's students did not
want to lose recess privileges, they decided to create
posters that they could hang in the hallways to remind
students to follow the rules during recess. They
decided that their classroom rules (be kind, be safe,
be responsible) could be applied to the playground.
Connie made a chart to record the children's ideas
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Throughout the year, Connie used the standards to
help her students develop criteria to guide their learning and to raise levels of expectation for their performance. "I learned to involve students in developing
standards for quality work in our classroom. I felt it
was very important to understand what exactly made
a quality piece. So, throughout the year we based a lot
of our work on standards that we developed together."
Through her attention to the standards, Connie concluded that "little first graders really can understand
the idea of critical attributes" and that they can use
their understanding to set high expectations for their
performance.

Figure 2.

... .
Name

(Ta ne:Jt;·-•,."'i!fa d<

Date

A pr/l f¼ 99
Poster Rubric

You

Friend '

Teacher

I. I used a few important words
to persuade or inform my
audience.

Conclusions
The project described in this article has implications
for how best to design quality teacher learning experiences that lead to improvement in reading instruction.
Even the best teachers struggle with using state
standards to improve their reading instruction. As with
most expert practices, there appears to be a developmental progression for learning to use standards and
student work in an effective manner. To move along a
continuum from novice to expert takes time and multiple opportunities to learn. Once on the path, it appears
that the use of standards and student work can raise
teachers' expectations for all students and increase
their attention to aligning curriculum, instruction, and
assessment. We must provide teachers with long-term
professional development and opportunities to interact
with colleagues if we want them to use standards
and classroom assessments to improve teaching and
learning. It is likely that occasions for interaction
are necessary both at the building and district levels.
Teachers need to engage in ongoing conversations
about their instructional practices, including the
documentation of student progress. Professional
development is likely to be more effective if practitioners are viewed not as "technicians" implementing
externally developed policies, but instead, as partners
in the construction of standards-based practice.
The process of implementing the standards spurred
teacher learning. Meeting with teachers from other
districts during the project and engaging in intense
conversations about teaching and learning challenged the teachers to think in new ways. Providing
feedback as teachers described their instructional
plans and solving problems when dilemmas occurred
enabled teachers to reflect upon their own practice.
Teachers examined their practice in relation to what
other teachers were doing and in relation to what
their own and other students were achieving. They
provided support for each other as they dealt with the
challenges and ambiguities they encountered along
the journey to standards-based practice. The social
interaction among participants in the project was the
catalyst that pushed and pulled teachers to new levels
of understanding and changes in practice.

2. I used.all the white space.

3. I made big pictures and wol'ds
so many people can see my
poster at the same time.

4. My words and picture go

together.

5. My poster is colorful and neat.
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MRA Mission Statement
The Michigan Reading Association is a dynamic
organization whose mission is to promote literacy
by enabling the varied communities of learners
to become knowledgeable decision makers and
by providing opportunities to share common and
diverse interests and beliefs.
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